A SOCIAL FUNCTION

dingy and squalid interiors. Sa'ad's house rose like a
palace midway along the front of the town; but even there
we found its courtyard hot with flies and heavy with the
smell of its stalled cows. The narrowest of steps led thence
to the guest-chamber at the top of the house, a large room
with a fine central beam of Malabar teak upholding the
ceiling and admirably ventilated with many small unglazed
windows, for window-panes are unknown.1 The furnishings
were few but luxurious. Every inch of floor space was
covered with carpets, pleasant individually, but inhar-
monious in the mass; a dozen mirrors at least, all life-size
and gold-framed, adorned walls as vain as those of any
tailor's closet; alcoves were stuffed with silver incense-
burners, coffee appurtenances, and gaudy bric-a-brac.
We trooped in and sat in line round the four sides of the
room, I being motioned to a corner where there were a
few extra cushions, tough as medicine balls, but glad to
the Oriental eye in their bright scarlet or emerald-coloured
trappings. Only our host and his sons and domestic slaves
stood to do the honours beside a table arrayed with bottles
of almond syrup, coloured sherbets and fancy tumblers.
As in all social gatherings in Arab tribal towns, no woman
was to be seen or mentioned. Those of any standing at all
had, as always, hidden themselves till strange men should
have left their house, and any furtive unveiled figure to
be seen in the courtyard was surely that of a slave girl.

Next to me sat old Salim al Sail, another merchant, a
God-fearing man and a Solomon among his kind. Human
frailty made him claim descent from the noble Bait Ghassan,

1 Coco-nut palm is in universal use in Dhufar for window sashes and
ceiling rafters, and good and enduring material it is, in contrast to the fibrous
and inferior date-palm log of Oman buildings.
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